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LIFE AT THE HOLY SEPULCHRE. 

BY THE KEV. GODFREY SCHILLING, O. S. F. 



Many Americans have visited the Holy Sepulchre while travel- 
ling in Palestine, and tourists from all parts of the world yearly 
go over the sacred ground ; hut the writer enjoys the honor of 
having heen the first citizen of the United States who took up 
his abode in that venerable edifice. 

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre comprises within its walls 
the site of Calvary as well as the Tomb of our Saviour, as they are 
only about sixty feet distant from each other. The identity of 
these holy spots has of late been assailed from various quarters, 
but the very fact that every opponent of the traditional site has 
fixed his imaginary sanctuary on a different spot is enough to prove 
the emptiness of their assertions. Oriental and occidental tradi- 
tion has always pointed to the one spot venerated by them all. 
It is not my purpose, however, to enter upon a discussion re • 
garding the authenticity of the Holy Shrines, which is proven by 
an uninterrupted chain of witnesses which has never lost a link 
from the death of Christ to Hadrian, from Hadrian to St. Helena, 
from St. Helena to the Crusaders, and from their day until the 
present time. Believers in the Skull Hill and other new Calvarys 
and Holy Sepulchres are modest enough to suppose that the 
Christians and scientists of 1,800 years were all blind and mis- 
guided until these new theorists appeared. But, excepting a few 
curiosity seekers, nobody visits these new sites of Calvary and 
the Holy Sepulchre, and to-morrow we may hear of some other 
ones made to order to suit the latest ideas of some seeker of 
novelty and fame. 

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is situated at present 
within the walls of the city, in the northwestern part of Jerusa- 
lem. This fact is the chief stumbling-block of the opponents 
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of the traditional sanctuary, as Scripture tells us that the Saviour 
was crucified without the gate. The place of the crucifixion, how- 
ever, was added to Jerusalem, about the year A. D. 41 by Herod, 
and was surrounded by a wall. Recent excavations made by the 
Russians have brought to light foundations of the second wall, 
thus establishing the fact that the actual Basilica of the Holy 
Sepulchre lay without the walls although near to them. 

On my first visit to the Holy Sepulchre I was surprised at the 
dilapidated condition of the Basilica, which certainly ought to be 
one of the most beautiful churches in the world, since it covers 
such precious ground. That it is not is due to the fact that 
the Turkish government owns it, and that not a nail can be driven 
into the walls with rat long negotiations with Pashas, Consuls, and 
Ambassadors. If it depended upon Catholics, I am sure their 
generosity would erect a temple worthy of the great mysteries 
fulfilled beneath its domes. But the status quo is strictly enforced, 
and the Oriental dissenting Christians of the Greek and Armenian 
rites, who look upon the Latins, their Western brethren, as in- 
truders, jealously back up the Crescent and baffle every effort to 
make any repairs. An incident which happened only some twelve 
years ago will illustrate this fact. The mosaic flooring on the 
part of Calvary belonging to the Franciscans being considerably 
damaged and worn out, the Superior, who is called Custodian of 
the Holy Sepulchre, concluded to have it replaced by a new one, 
and for that purpose opened negotiations with the Greek Patriarch, 
conceding to the Greeks the repair of one of their sanctuaries. The 
conditions were mutually agreed upon, and the new marble flooring 
was ordered. When it was ready to be laid the Custodian notified 
the Greek Patriarch, who then withdrew his consent, as some 
counter-influence had been brought to bear upon him in the 
mean time. The flooring had therefore to be stored away for 
future use, and the question remained in abeyance. 

The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is officiated by the Latins 
— as the Western Catholics are commonly called in the East — by 
the orthodox Greeks, and by the Armenians, all of whom have 
their respective habitations within the Basilica. The Latins are 
represented by the Franciscans, who have been guardians of the 
Holy Places since the year A. D. 1330, they having been officially 
designated and recognized as such by the Holy See. St. Francis, 
their founder, was himself a pilgrim to the Holy Land, and left 
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some of his disciples there, who afterwards became the successors 
of the Crusaders and established a province, which is still called 
the Custody of the Holy Land. 

The history of the six centuries the?e poor Friars have 
spent in the guardianship of the Holy Shrines is written with 
bloody characters. By hundreds and thousands they have fallen 
a prey to Mahomedan persecution and to pes'tilence. But their 
ranks have always been filled by new volunteers coming from 
every country. Great is the work they have performed, but 
in their humility they have never paraded it before the world. 
They have kept alive the spark of Christian faith among the 
natives ; they have worked for civilization among those benighted 
races who took pride in ignorance, establishing schools wherever it 
was possible, so that hardly an Arab can be found living within 
their jurisdiction who is not fairly well educated. They have also 
been a guide and a protection to the pilgrims who for centuries have 
flocked to Palestine. Even the Mahomedans could not help admir- 
ing their disinterested lives of sacrifice, as is proven by the firmans 
of various Sultans who recognized them officially as the representa- 
tives of Western Christianity, giving them permission to establish 
themselves and exhorting the Mahomedans not to molest them. 
They were known all over the East as the Friars of the Cord, the 
latter being the distinctive mark of the Franciscan order, and 
formerly no European was allowed to enter the Turkish dominions 
unless he wore either the costume of the country or the habit 
of these friars. 

Life at the Holy Sepulchre is exceedingly interesting, both 
on account of the place itself and the many religious observances 
of the three officiating communities, and also with regard to the 
pilgrims and visitors. 

The religious functions and ceremonies are of a unique 
character, combining the splendors of both the Eastern and Western 
churches. The,sacred liturgy is celebrated daily at midnight by 
the three recognized communities, the Greeks officiating first. 
The Greeks have preserved the old oriental liturgical chant, 
which is similar to that of the Eastern nations. At first it is very 
disagreeable to a European ear, but when well executed is pleas- 
ing to those familiar with it. They make no use of the 
organ for accompaniment, as the instrument cannot well be 
adapted to the strange modulations of their voices. About one 
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o'clock they begin their mass, and this ceremony varies in 
length and solemnity according to the feasts. The Patriarch and 
the bishops wear gorgeous vestments, and on these occasions use 
crowns instead of mitres. Nevertheless the Greek rite does 
not convey that dignified and devotional grandeur with which the 
Latin rite impresses the mind. 

The Armenians celebrate after the Greeks. Their liturgy is 
more grave, the chant being uneven and mournful, and being ac- 
companied by the sound of little bells attached to disks which are 
carried on long stems by acolytes. Church-bells are not in favor 
with them. They use instead, as in early times, a wooden or 
metallic plank, upon which they stiike with hammers. The 
noise thus created is deafening and disagreeable. 

Neither the Greek nor the Armenian church, both of which are 
represented at the Holy Sepulchre, is in union with the Catho- 
lic Church, although they do not differ widely in doctrine, or 
in regard to the Sacraments. The question which separates 
them from the Catholic Church is the supremacy of the 
Pope. They are under the immediate control of the Sultan, 
who practically elects and deposes their patriarchs. For this 
reason it is not always the worthiness of the candidate which de- 
cides whether or not he is to mount the Patriarchal chair and 
unworthy men are not infrequently enabled to thrust themselves 
into prominence, to the great detriment of their churches. 

Both the Greeks and Armenians are hostile to the Catholic 
Church, being jealous of the rights and privileges that have 
from time to time been accorded to the latter by imperial 
firmans. Only by constant vigilance can the Latins elude their 
plans. Yet it often happens, especially at Bethlehem, that the 
Greeks or Armenians try a coup d'etat, and then violence has to 
be met with violence, as a fait accompli would only establish 
a new precedent. The Franciscans there have to be always 
ready to lay down their lives for the preservation of their rights, 
and only last September a brother who stood up for the rights 
of his church was killed in cold blood in the grotto of the 
Nativity. The Franciscans never act except in self-defence, and 
are never the aggressors, although European non-Catholic papers 
would make it appear to the contrary. An appeal to the Govern- 
ment is of no avail, for both the other parties, being Turkish 
subjects, have the sympathy of the authorities. The Latins 
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have to present their claims through the French Consul, who 
generally adjusts matters by making concessions, knowing well 
enough that Prance is no longer in a position to prescribe con- 
ditions. Besides, these Consuls care very little about these 
religious affairs,' a fact which once caused a high Turkish official 
at Constantinople to remark to the French Ambassador who was 
pleading such a question: "I am very much astonished that Your 
Excellency takes such great interest in the religious orders living 
in our country, since you have exiled them at home." 

The life of the Franciscans at the Holy Sepulchre equals in 
austerity that of any other monastic institution. Their habitation 
is worse than that of the Trappists, because the latter have at 
least the commodities which the rule allows them ; and it is 
worse than a hermitage, because it lacks both air and light. It is 
more of a prison than anything else, for the rooms can only be 
compared to dungeons, the one exit being through the door of the 
Basilica, which is closed except at certain times, and there is no 
window from which one can get a glimpse of the city or sur- 
rounding country, nor is there even a garden. The convent is a 
perfect labyrinth of stairways and tunnel-like corridors. The 
cells are so dark that a light is required during the day ; and 
they are so damp that the walls are mouldy, water oozing from 
them continually. »This is of course very unhealthy, and in 
consequence none of the Fathers is obliged to remain at the 
Holy Sepulchre longer than four or six months, when they are 
relieved and sent to another convent although some have remained 
there uninterruptedly for thirty years. 

The cell I occupied was a little room, just large enough to con- 
tain my bed, a rough prie-dieu, a rickety chair, and a small table. 
A small square opening near the ceiling, giving out on the terrace, 
served for a window. The only object to be seen from there was 
the minaret of a Turkish mosque near by on which the Muezzin 
would appear at stated hours singing his call for prayer. The 
one place where we could breathe a little fresh air was on the 
terrace, a flat square on the roof walled in on every side, 
which has only existed since 1870, when the Emperor Francis 
Joseph obtained it from the Sublime Porte. It was formerly a 
stable, and, as may be imagined, the presence of the horses over- 
head used to keep the Fathers from sleeping, and disturb them 
at their devotions, besides endangering their lives, as they never 
VOL. glij.. — no. 4$^. Q 
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knew the moment the old building might collapse and bury 
them beneath it. 

The day in the Holy Sepulchre begins at midnight when the 
Franciscans repair to the choir to say the matins, which last until 
about half-past one. After this they take a short rest and 
then say their messes. The greater part of the day is occupied 
by yarious offices and meditations. Their spare time is de- 
voted to the spiritual wants of the pilgrims, to study, or to liter- 
ary work. The meals are sent from the convent of St. Savior, 
which is about five minutes' walk from the Holy Sepulchre. 
"When the Basilica is closed the food is passed in through an aper- 
ture in the main door. 

Pilgrims who wish to pass a night at the Holy Sepulchre are 
provided for in the convent and can assist at the offices. Devout 
travellers gladly avail themselves of this privilege, and the Emperor 
Francis Joseph once passed the night with the fathers and 
shared their humble fare. A marble slab in the refectory reminds 
the visitor of this fact. A night spent at the Holy Sepulchre 
is one of the most impressive experiences of a lifetime. When 
the doors of the Basilica are closed, the visitor may wander at 
leisure through the silent halls of the temple, which, during 
Lent, are lit up by hundreds of lamps ; the chapel of the Holy 
Sepulchre being adorned with a crown of lights glittering in 
all colors. Groups of Russian pilgrims may usually be heard 
intoning one of the soft and . plaintive melodies peculiar to 
the Slavonic race. I always found that Calvary impressed the 
pilgrim more than the Holy Sepulchre. Yet the Sepulchre is 
the seal of veracity attached to the work of the redemption, and 
its authenticity would never have been recognized had Christ not 
arisen the third day, showing his superiority over death. Hence 
the veneration we hold for the Holy Sepulchre, and the pre- 
eminence of Easter Day over Good Friday. 

The influx of pilgrims and tourists to Jerusalem has increased 
wonderfully within the last ten years. They come from every 
land and usually remain for Holy Week to witness the ceremonies 
at the Holy Sepulchre. The Franciscans have a pilgrim-house 
which is called Casa Nova, where they have always extended a 
cordial hospitality to visitors, regardless of creed or nationality. 
They have exercised this charity ever since their establishment in 
Palestine, and in many places, such as Nazareth, Mount Tabor, 
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and Tiberias, their hospice is the only refuge where a traveller may- 
find rest after a long journey on horseback. The records of these 
hospices show how highly the visitors have appreciated the kind- 
ness of the fathers, who do everything in their power to make 
strangers feel at home, without ever asking any compensation. 
At times, however, it has happened that some bigot has penned 
in a foreign language an insult to these kind hosts after having 
enjoyed their hospitality. 

The French have organized an annual pilgrimage to Jerusalem, 
which generally takes place about Pentecost, and have built a spe- 
cial pilgrim-house called Notre Dame de France. The pilgrims, as a 
rule, remain about two weeks, and always create a great sensation. 
The shopkeepers, especially the venders of religious articles, await 
their coming with impatience, as they generally make large sales. 
Indeed the natives depend nearly entirely upon strangers for their 
livelihood, as otherwise Jerusalem has very little trade. The 
Germans and Austrians have also their pilgrim-houses in the Holy 
City. The Austrian house is situated on the Via Dolorosa, and has 
been honored by the presence of the Emperor, his unfortunate son 
Eudolph, and other members of the Imperial family. Spain or- 
ganizes an occasional pilgrimage, and so does Italy. The first 
English Catholic pilgrimage took place in 181)0, when, for the first 
time since the Crusades, the halls of the Basilica resounded with 
English hymns. It was headed by the Duke of Norfolk and the 
late Bishop Clifford. America had its pilgrimage in 1889. It was 
headed by the Very Rev; Charles A. Vissani, and numbered about 
100 persons. A beautiful silk banner from the United States was 
deposited at the Holy Sepulchre and is displayed there on great 
festivals. 

Bussia sends the greatest contingent of pilgrims to the Holy 
Land. During Lent all the streets are crowded with them. 
These people, who mostly all belong to the lower classes, are clad 
in the heaviest garments and even the women wear large boots, 
which must be very cumbersome under the scorching sun of Pales- 
tine. They are not very scrupulous in regard to cleanliness, how- 
ever, and for this reason the fathers who are compelled to mingle 
with them are often compelled to burn their clothes. They gener- 
ally lead a very frugal life and visit all the holy places on foot, 
often walking for days at a time. Many of them never see 
their homes again, but find a resting-place in Palestine. Nearly 
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all of them buy their shrouds in Jerusalem. They generally 
leave on the Holy Saturday of the Greeks, immediately after 
witnessing the ceremony of the Holy Fire. 

This function takes place yearly. It is pretended by the Greek 
clergy that the holy fire falls from heaven, and allJerusalem turns 
out to see the spectacle. On the previous evening a great many 
Greeks from the neighboring villages assemble in the church 
and pass the night there, and at an early hour the Basilica is 
crowded with pilgrims. The excitement grows as the hour for 
the ceremony approaches, the Turkish troops being ordered out 
to prevent any disturbance. About one o'clock the Greek clergy 
form a procession around the Holy Sepulchre. Then the Greek 
Patriarch, together with the Armenian bishop and a few deacons, 
is locked in the chapel. Meanwhile the people outside, espe- 
cially the peasants, shout and sing with wild enthusiasm. Every 
one attempts to get near the round opening in the wall, from 
which the holy fire is to be handed out. When the moment at 
last arrives and it is given to the people, every one lights his bunch 
of candles and in a moment the Basilica is ablaze with light. 
Eiders on horseback are in waiting to bring the fire to Bethlehem, 
Lydda, Jaffa ; and the pilgrims often carry it as far as Moscow and 
St. Petersburg. 

One of the most incongruous sights at the Holy Sepulchre 
is the Turkish divan, just inside the entrance, on which a couple 
of indolent Moslems recline, gazing with apparent indifference 
at the devout pilgrims who pass through the gate, but really 
scrutinizing them with a view to soliciting lakhslieesh. 
These men may be styled the jailers of Christendom, for they 
possess the right of opening and closing the Basilica. This 
privilege has been hereditary in two families for centuries. 
To one of them belongs the right of keeping the key of the 
gate, and to the other one the privilege of opening it. When 
any one of the three communities living inside the Basilica 
desires the gate to be opened, a servant is signalled to call the 
representatives of the two families. After a long delay — because 
an Oriental is never in a hurry except when he wants a favor — 
the two men appear. The gate can be unlocked only in the 
presence of the two, the old regulations prescribing the attend- 
ance of both, as the one holding the key is not allowed to open 
the gate, and vice versa. After having performed their duty, 
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they repair to the divan, and proceed to light the nargileh and 
fan the brazier upon which thev make their coffee. Charcoal 
and coffee have to be furnished them by the fathers besides a 
stipend of money, the price of all reaching about one dollar for 
e^ch opening. The gate only remains open till about eleven o'clock 
in the forenoon. On festivals, when any of the Patriarchs make 
their solemn entrance, both wings of the gate are thrown open, 
and the price for this ranges from five to ten dollars, consuls 
and other distinguished visitors being expected to give extra 
bakhsheesh. 

Despite all this servitude things have changed a great deal for 
the better since the Crimean War. Before that time these heredi- 
ditary janitors exacted fabulous sums for opening the door, the 
consequence being that it often remained closed on the communi- 
ties for months at a time. Pilgrims who could not pay the en- 
trance fee were detained for six months or a year awaiting the 
arrival of some rich traveller who would pay their way into the 
Basilica, and many a one has returned to Europe without ever hav- 
ing seen the Tomb of our Lord, although he has stood before its 
gates. If any one of the fathers died, the gate had to be opened, 
and then the janitors levied another and higher tax on the poor 
friars, -besides which a special permit for burial had to be ob- 
tained from the Government, which was generally given in the 
following terms : " We hereby allow a damned Frank dog to be 
buried." In order to avoid these vexations, many a father was 
buried in the cellar of the convent, within the Basilica, where 
the remains still repose, or more often the fathers resorted to a 
ruse to elude the vigilance and rapacity of the jailers. The 
corpse would be dressed up as usual in the habit, the hood being 
drawn low over the face, and two brothers, propping it np on either 
side, would lead it out through the gate early in the morning, as 
though they were taking the corpse out for a walk, whilst in reality 
they were conveying it to the burying ground. 

These and worse humiliations the friars have had to suffer 
for six centuries. They were formerly strictly forbidden to build 
or make the slightest repairs without the written permission of the 
Cadi, which always involved such expense that they could not 
afford it. Such work had therefore to be done surreptitiously or 
by night, and they were obliged either to fill up the unoccupied 
rooms with the debris or to carry it out by degrees in their sleeves. 
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The Turks compelled the friars to pay them at every opportunity. 
When drought prevailed or when rain fell too abundantly, 
when the locusts devoured the crops or pestilence broke out, 
when the Pasha's child took sick, the friars were charged. 
When the Cadi or Mufti chose to take another wife, the friars had 
to send him presents. The Pasha of Damascus made a visit to 
Jerusalem nearly every year, which filled the friars with new 
terror. Upon arriving he would send for the Superior, and tell 
him that being in financial straits he needed so many thousand 
dollars. The Superior would protest on his knees that he had not 
the required amount, whereupon the Pasha would hand him a 
purse, saying, "Well, in that case I will lend it to you," and then 
taking the money back would consider the friar as his debtor and 
charge him besides a heavy interest, for which he demanded a 
certified receipt. The amount of money which has been spent 
in such ways on the small convent of the Holy Sepulchre would 
suffice to have built the most gorgeous palace. 

Owing to the confinement and continuous work at the Holy 
Sepulchre the fathers living there are often allowed to take oc- 
casional brief vacations which they usually spend among the 
various convents which are scattered through the neighboring 
country. These journeys are generally made on foot. While 
setting out on one of these holidays some years ago two of the 
Fathers, while walking along, were suddenly surrounded by a band 
of Bedouins, who took them prisoners. One of them managed 
to make his escape, but the other was carried off into the moun- 
tains of Moab, beyond the Dead Sea. Seeing that resistance 
would only aggravate his condition, he showed himself willing to 
assist his captors and thus ingratiated himself with them. In the 
course of time he mastered the Arabic language perfectly, was 
provided with an Arabic costume and came to be regarded as one 
of the tribe, but his longing to regain his liberty never les- 
sened and finally grew so intense that he resolved to devise a 
plan of escape. An idea occurred to him one day and he decided 
upon its immediate undertaking, although it would take him 
years to put it into execution. During the various strifes in 
which the Bedouins were engaged he always remained at the 
camp, for they trusted him in everything excepting in matters of 
warfare, and he was never allowed to accompany them on their 
military excursions. After their next departure he repaired to a 
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solitary rain and taking a stone from the ancient building began 
to engrave an inscription thereon in Latin giving his history, 
imitating the old epigraphs he found there. As his tools were ex- 
tremely poor the work progressed very slowly, and he was of course 
careful to bury the stone in the ground when the Bedouins returned. 
The Sheikh had often pressed him to tell where the hidden treas- 
ures of the ruined city were to be found, and when the inscription 
was completed the Friar took him to the spot where the stone was, 
pretending he had just discovered it, and telling him that it 
was worth its weight in gold on account of the inscription, 
and that it would be immediately purchased if presented at 
the convent of the Franciscans in Jerusalem. The Sheikh was 
at first incredulous, but his greed for money gained the upper 
hand, and he decided to take the stone along when next going 
to make purchases in the Holy City. In the fulness of time he 
presented himself and the stone to the Superior, who was 
startled at reading the message and hearing after fifteen years 
of the friar who had long been mourned as dead. The Sheikh, 
reading from his features that the value of the stone must be great, 
greatly rejoiced, and doubled in his mind the sum he was going to 
ask for it. The Superior told him that the stone had an immense 
value, but only if the person who discovered it could be produced, 
as everything depended upon the site where it was found and the 
circumstances attending its discovery. The Sheikh left in disgust 
and decided to let the matter drop, but his avarice again prevailed, 
and after some weeks he told the friar that he would have to pre- 
pare for a journey to Jerusalem, threatening him with death, how- 
ever, if he would make known his identity. Upon their arrival at 
the convent they were shown into the reception-room, and treated 
to cigarettes and coffee. The Superior then asked to see the finder 
of the famous stone alone and retired with him into an adjoining 
room, from whence the long lost friar was immediately spirited 
away into the labyrinth of the convent. In the mean time the 
Superior had sent notice to the Pasha of the city, who promptly 
sent a detachment of soldiers to arrest the Bedouins, as they 
were all wanted for other offences. 

Godfrey Schilling. 



